



Of the many questions we grapple with as educators, a recurring question is: How do I 
know? It is not hard for us to quickly identify all the variants to this primary question in 
our work in schools: How do I know the lesson that worked so well last year is going to 
work this year with this group of students? How do I know that visiting another 
classroom or school is going to be effective use of my time? Or, that such a visit would 
support my learning? How do I know that this year’s schedule change is going to support 
learning? How do I know that every student in my school is getting the right supports for 
her or his learning? 
 
Teaching is a profession of questions and, increasingly, others outside of school want to 
know our answers to these questions as well.  
 
What do we rely on for answers? Sometimes we look to what we’ve done before, or the 
advice and observations of others. In any school there are years of collective experience. 
Occasionally, we even draw upon our instinct and intuition to make a judgment. I’m not 
suggesting that one way is the right way to answer our questions, only that there are 
many ways and there is urgency that we provide an answer when learning is at stake. 
 
The simple question, “How do I know?” is really an invitation to shared learning. It’s not 
simply a justification for action, it’s exercising our professional skills to learn, to inquire, 
and to exercise what Michael Polanyi1 calls the “art of knowing.” 
 
As educational professionals we have the opportunity to be skillful inquirers. This type of 
inquiry has at least three elements. First, as we identify and research critical questions it 
is a shared endeavor. Inquiry is a social process of shared professional learning as is so 
often seen in action research teams in schools. Second, finding answers to persistent 
questions is hard work. While not an exact science, deep inquiry requires rigor and 
reflection. Third, our shared inquiry can lead to professional artistry as we deeply explore 
parts of our work that we sometimes only tacitly understand. We all benefit when we 
commit ourselves to this important professional act. 
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